In this short paper, I will try to put some of the ideas described by William J. Mitchell in his book E-TOPIA, in contrast to some of the negative evolutions present in an emerging global society. Their cause is likely to be influenced by the digital (r) evolutions described. I try to find out why they have taken place and this in order to develop a higher understanding on this polemic.
In his book, Mitchell explains us that an exponential growth of meganets provides us the opportunity to create digital telecommunications backbones. Such backbones will transform the concept of vicinity to a high extent, and can induce a sudden and vivid difference in previous unserved regions. At the same time the amount of people travelling the world has also exponentially risen. Both these facts originate new global interdependencies. Where hitherto people were generally spoken dependent on 3D-space to define their dependencies, a new net of dense digital linkages is woven within the system of cities and their inhabitants. A good exemplification of this could be, not knowing your neighbor at all, while maintaining a long-distance relationship with your close friend. This is not only reality for citizens, but also for suburbanites. People dwelling the so-called bedroom communities can well maintain their relationships at a distance. Where rural communities used to be isolated from the city in earlier days, through digital telecommunication, they can now be seen as equal players. This is not only the consequence of latter evolution, but also of the many revolutions that came before.
'Since the first cities of the ancient Near East, cities have existed to define a center. The Egyptian hieroglyph for the city was a cross, inscribed in a circle -the idea of a crossroads or center combined with that of a defined border'.1 Cities that once could be seen as the first hubs, nowadays have to compete with the countryside because the layering is available there as well -because of the different added highways (analog and digital). Virtual communities are an addition for meatspace communities 2, or can in extreme cases take over their role. Although these already have infiltrated our lives, Mitchell puts this into perspective by saying that we won't face millenium-any-day-now very soon, nor that we will encounter its mirror image. Instead, we have been presented with the messy, difficult, long-term task of designing and building for our future -and making some crucial social choices as we do sounder permanently changed, postrevolutionary conditions. In contrast to this, I believe that every era in the past stood in front of its own complexities and difficulties, where nowadays these can directly be experienced by a much larger group of people, because of a larger participation. This implies more opinions to be dealt with and thus a more complex situation. The implementation of the World Wide Web has provided a relatively large amount of people with an alternative voice. Where the right of speech was once located on the marketplace, but in the recent past had been constricted because of the immense decrease of public space, this voice once again can be detected. Maybe this virtual 'forum' can lead to a meta-conscience that embodies and 'visualizes' the flow of opinions.
When Mitchell looks at the reworking of the workplace, he concludes that production, consumption and distribution will not only take place at the sites that have attracted these activities in the past. In the four years that have passed by since the book was published, one can already notice the shift in patterns of sales. The traditional economic bases -labor, land and capital -are now extended by a fourth, fast flowing factor: information. This new gold is time related, is fresh or old and its value depends on these conditions. Just as time is money, information becomes a barometer for economy. If the information is hot, the price too will be hot. Information passes both through formal and informal channels. Mouth to mouth in the form of education, gossip, … or via the official networks such as papers, press agencies, television, … In an era where information is 'big-box', one can detect an extensive surplus of data, which is not always reliable.
The new technology has given the opportunity to renucleate the existing orders. It provides the chance to induce a new layering, both spatially and socially. Next to the formal employment, a new, more flexible structure of informal employment could be seen as a sophisticated response to the lack of formal employment opportunities. Both spatially and socially, there should exist a hierarchy. The spatial hierarchy has been overthrown and undergoes immense changes, just in order to make enormous profits. Money makes the world go round. This has had its effect on the social order as well, and has left the social landscape behind mutilized. Hierarchy will probably be maintained as long as the world exists. I consider it to be an inherent quality of human kind. People need to relate one to each other, and thus hierarchies emerge. We will not be able to obtain a world in which everyone is materially equal. And this process will certainly not be simplified by the digital era. But maybe we will be able to create a virtual order in which people have their saying. John Rennie Short says in his book The Urban Order that employment provides income, status, and identity3. I would like to add that expression --be it voice, creativity or others--provides identity as well. When we plug into the digital telecommunications infrastructure, physical and digital worlds overlap. In between these, we will have to define our identities. This process takes time. The problem though is that people are now used to high pace, while changes will keep on taking place at slow pace. Patience will be one of the more important virtues. Hierarchy or order is indispensable for the functioning of a society.
We should not look at chaos as the opposite of order but as a form of order as well. Only in this way, we can define the degree of chaos -or unexplored order --we can handle. We have to investigate what the effects on the human behavior will be and anticipate these. It is not because human needs will stay the same, that living patterns will stay the same. This is a process of constantly balancing. There is no right and no wrong, the situation will be different for each individual. Because of its growing complexity, no central control-instance will be able to have a meaningful impact. Governments fear decentralization. Look at the recent developments in warfare where every civilian could be considered a potential army. Individual responsibility has grown a big deal and we have only seen the first pains of a civilization that is coming apart at the seems -every individual can be a seam… Only by providing identity, we can prevent a world that keeps on speeding up from ending up off the road.
For a long time, there has been an enormous gap between rich and poor, artificially constructed by governing institutions such as religious instances and nobility. The industrial production techniques have created a middle class, bridging the gap between the affluent and poor in the beginning of the 20th century throughout the Western world. Now a new, more advanced digital revolution has had the reverse effect, providing a certain group of people to become very rich in a small period of time (think of the heydays of Silicon Valley). In this discussion, Michell brings up the research of Manuel Castells on dual cities, which looks at the further clustering of the affluent while leaving the poor in places with few good jobs and services. You can look at this as defective hierarchies. Mitchell reflects on this as follows: 'It is the task of architects and urban designers though to create an urban fabric that provides opportunities for social groups to intersect and overlap rather than remain isolated by distance or defended walls.' As it is right now, digital communication has provided the means for the rich -working in the formal economy-to flee the city and to create isolated, privileged enclaves. Gated communities are examples of small-scale neighborhoods oriented towards individuality and virtual interaction. Also the fact that they live segregated makes that their experiences could hardly be categorized as interactive. They live in sharp contrast to the majority of the peoples inhabiting this globe. To paraphrase Vilfredo Pareto, eighty percent of the revenues and benefices are going to twenty percent of the people.
Applying the theory of smart places to very dense areas -for example mega-cities (10 million plus citizens) --it will open up a range of opportunities for its inhabitants. Living now in very dense neighborhoods, these will be granted a spatial relief; in the supposition of course that this technology will be available for every single one of us. One cannot deny the fact though that there will always be people who have to work in servicing sector. There will be people necessary to deliver the packages one orders online, houses need to be cleaned, and domestic jobs need to be executed. Another side effect of the technological innovation is that low-wage jobs will be scaled down in developed parts of the world, and moved to cheaper production environments, this because capital is doesn't need to be physically mobile. These changes are already taking place. Gradually, a new, constantly changing order will be established. Most likely, progress on a global scale will be happening for the most wealthy first and seep through after a long while for the less fortunate. Mass customization will possibly provide a counterbalance for the dual effect. Mitchell explains that this will generate a decrease of the price for technological devices, making them available for all. To me though, this biases too much towards materialism. Does everybody need a smart-task electronical diary? Probably not, but the market creates a need for this device and others.
So will digital telecommunications then reinforce the experience of the city? In this book, Mitchell talks about the densification of linkages which implies an augmentation of complexity. This makes that there are more points of reference, so that more social interaction is possible, basically an intensified world. But then I ask what kind of interaction? A lot of research needs to be done in the field of the sociology of wired dwellings, like Mitchell calls it. When people are spoiled with technology, the downsides have to be taken into account as well. Technology has given people the opportunity to communicate with others by phone or e-mail, or just to be connected with the outer world from a distance by television. The hyper-specialization of the business has made it possible for an individual to choose which to in-or exclude. It gives one the opportunity not to encounter unpleasant features in the street for example. People aren't used anymore to be confronted with things they don't like. This lack of street-experience feeds the fear for strangers, and gives validity to the building of gated communities. ( see writings of Mike Davis, such as Fortress LA)
Mitchell sees the future cities as smart places, 'lean and green' places that works smarter, not harder. Everything will be interconnected and thus will function better. Decentralization takes place at the same time interconnectivity is reinforced. A new order is created. Technology gives us the opportunity to rearrange existing patterns that exist in the physical world. Renucleation is possible. This will have a major effect on space and how we experience it. Decentralization will filter through to other branches of society as well. Every smart place will be able to produce the necessary energy for connecting to the outer world. Using the digital revolution in this way, we will be able to build a more sustainable future. Paradoxically, you are able to decentralize and have the effects of --however virtual --centralization at the same time. The more you exploit this idea, the more responsibility is scaled down to the individual. A nice example to illustrate this is using your body as the most effective motor when for example riding your bike. This means however that you have to rely on the good will of people to participate in this idea. Unfortunately, having technology available does not necessary mean the correct implementation of it… Because of densification -which you can also observe in mega-cities-forms will arise that would not have emerged if educated planners planned them. New mechanisms spontaneously come into being through the participation of people and form complex self-reliant structures. Once formed, they get more and more intensified and specialized. This process of creating environments can be found in nature as well, in developing ecological systems. The more complex, the more vulnerable though the developed system. The digital revolution will provide new material to form newer and more complex systems, but will also weaken the system. So we have to be aware of this. The more the system gets specialized, the more vulnerable, the more it relies on complex balances. We can look at the technical infiltration in our lives as another component in the cocktail of life. Maybe we have to look at it as a part of nature, just like we have to look at cities as a part of nature. In natural systems, survival is all about power in order to survive. In human society, this power can be translated into another order; the monetary and built order and the combination of both. These two are expressions of power. As human beings though, we can chose how to apply the power: with or without social empathy.
Looking at natural systems, one can see that these are highly decentralized in order to provide the maximum chance on survival for the total eco-system. If one system breaks down, another can still take over. This is what guarantees the diversification. Continuing along the same lines, one can conclude that smart places, smart cities or even a smart world can turn down energy-costs and turn down pollution. Reality is that the theory looks nice, but its implementation brings along a lot of problems. Like I said before, it needs the participation of each individual. Also governments as ruling instances have to provide their full support. The enormous penalties states have to pay for not coming forward concerning mutual ecological agreements, such as Agenda 21 and Kyoto, should be incentives. A small fraction of the world population leaves a big footprint behind on the earth, and not taking responsibility for it. Some governments chose not to participate in ecological agreements on world-scale. Being very skeptic about this, one could consider the e-topia to be a flee from our responsibility to take care of the earth and its inhabitants. It could be considered serving the canalization of our wasteful behavior into technological solutions, just so the big ecological spenders don't have to give in any comfort. I would opt for a positive view though, and envisage this theory as a valuable attempt to understand the city and the built world in general, and the complex relations that determine and influence them.
The process of technological innovation has biased the velocity at which the world spins towards the speeding level. I don't think that people nowadays are smarter than --let's say --in the 16th century Renaissance. The only difference is that computers now enable us to speed up the process of calculation, allowing us to innovate and test assumptions immediately. New technology provides the opportunity to spread information in a quick and efficient way. Digital telecommunications provide smart search-engines to find your way in the sea of information. Together with these, the possibility of working on a distance is not more than one of the many positive effect in a endless row of innovations … This is not what really matters though. What is of importance is to determine what to do with all these innovations. We will have to decide whether we want to live for technology, or whether we will use technology in such a way that it can help us come up with solutions for a better future. Will it stay a means to compete with each other (who will get first on the moon?) or will we use it to help each other? In this prospect, I found a valuable project on the internet, called Digitalpartners. Seeing that there are good intentions to make technology available for a more geographically distant populace, confirms that Mitchell's theory can have some good implementations. The famous modernist architect Le Corbusier once said in his renowned book 'Vers une architecture' that 'La maison est une machine à habiter' (or 'a house is a machine for living in'). This is an emanation of a certain Zeitgeist and tells us that how we shape our built environment, depends largely on the choices we make at a certain point in history. There is not solely one correct answer -on a global scale, this would have a very impoverishing effect. Concluding with this, we should try to interpret theories like Mitchell's as a valuable stimulus for shaping our future lives and cities.
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